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Asarco spills tainted wal
i
Broken underground water line causes million-gallon leak high in arsenic, cadmium al
By GRANT SASEK
JR Staff Writer

AST HELENA — A recent break in
an underground water line at the
Asarco smelter here spilled an esti-
mated I million gallons of contami-
nated water into the ground beneath

e plant before being stopped Thursday.
j Signs of the leak first were noticed Feb. 3,
and efforts to find and stop the leak in the com-
plex web of piping beneath the plant led to the
temporary shutdown of all but non-essential
operations at the facility.

The leak also has prompted plant managers
fo discontinue underground water service to
portions of the plant and reroute water to other,

essential parts of the plant in hurriedly installed
above-ground piping systems.

THELEAK ALSO has caught the attention
of both state and federal regulators, who still
were wondering Thursday afternoon just what
had happened and what new threats it may pose
to an already-contaminated area.

'Thij, certainly has our attention," said Ed
Thamkc, complaint management section chief
for the state Department of Environmental
Quality.

Susan Zazzali, an environmental engineer
for the EPA. described the spill as "A very
serious thing."

ADDING to Zazzali's concerns is that Asar-
. co officials first notified the EPA of the snill on

Tuesday. Feb. 10 — a week after the leak \\ as
discovered. The state Department of Environ-
mental Quality was notified Monday.

"I think they should have notified us closer
to the third." Zazzali said. "We would have pre-
ferred more details sooner."

Jon Nickel, the smelter's environmental
manager, said the leak was reported just as soon
as plant officials realized they had a significant
spill of reportable quantities.

Nickel said that after becoming aware of the
leak on Feb. 3, workers started isolating por-
tions of the underground system in hopes of
controlling the leak. By Feb. 5, they had done
just that, Nickel said. But on Feb. 7, a Saturday,
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*"̂ I 'think they should have notified us closer" l'i--;AST HELENA —A recent break in
an underground water line

1, -'Asarcp smelter here spilled
-

; -^1'-:?:-!^-^ ̂ fr^^'St^B^?^.^ '-"

l i F p 7 ; :
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workers noticed another significant
drop in water levels and it became
clear another leak had developed,
Nickel said. Monday, Nickel noti-
fied state authorities.

ALL THIS PAST week, work-
ers have been busy constructing an
above-ground system to carry
water to essential areas of the
plant, and at 9:30 a.m. Thursday,
the last branches of the under- ... .
ground system were shut off and
the leakryas stopped, said plant

- manager John Shaw.^ ^ v A-'';';.- •'•.'
"*•? By then," an'estimated 1 million ;
gallons of water — enough to fill •
Helena's^Memprial Park swim- .
ming pool twoltirnes -r^had car- . .
ried a "high estimate" of eight '

threat to human health or the envi-
ronment. And, they added, if the
heavy metals do make their way
into the aquifer, they will be in
ground water geologically separat-
ed from drinking-water sources.

Zazzali and Thamke said they
need more information before they
decide how much of a threat the

. spill poses. .-
What everyone already does

agree on is that plant processes
\a.~A'.~~ tn. tko .-—MI «_J ...U«»
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should be done to address the .' .
ahready existing plume of contami-

; nated water under the plant soon -,»..
'-• will be the focus of long discus- '*•>.>'

and other Asarco plants.
Among the violations Asarco

agreed to address in that decree
was the discharge of contaminated
process water into the ground
water. Nickel said that considering
alternatives to the aging, under-
ground water system used at the
plant already were to be part of
those discussions. - • > • > ' • •

Those changes already have :'
started. Shaw said now that the
underground system has been
turned off, it will remain that way.

"We'll never go back to that •= :

underground piping system," Shaw
.vowed.*•'-•,- . •; -":,-:: • • . . ' • ' • . . ' '-"-V^

.Both issues ^thehiuidUngofA:;^ -THAMKE SAID Thursday he i'
r water at the smelter and existing planned to have inspectors at the "
'. pollution to the ground water under smelter either later that day or ^r:
? the facility — are tolbe^addressed , today: .Zazzali said EPA inspectors
;; under conditions of ajecentiy"'.1' . also plan visits to the smelter.̂ ^*1' '
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process water because "It usually
contains the gamut of heavy metals
and arsenic," Hillery said.

THE QUESTION of if the spill
should result in penalties or fines -.
won't be decided for some time.

"Right now, we just want to
address the problem," Thamke
said.

Thamke did add that in most
cases, if spills are caused by a mal-"
function rather than bv oncrator
error or malicious intent, fines or
penalties are hot imposed.

Zazzali said the EPA has a simi- .
lar apprpach^But, she added, the
agency also^considers issues such :o'
as how quickly'the event was '•" • • *%
reported and what type of response
was taken by the company. • -
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ANNE HEDGES, of the Mpn- _,
tana Environmental Information1 v v
Center, said Asarco should face " "f
penalties — regardless of if it was _
an accident or not ;.";?•;

; -;"--;. V
-; "They (Asarco) are responsi- :
ble for maintaining their equip-' 7.
ment in good cbnditipn,''that is a
part of their operating expense," y
Hedges said/"We have an old ...„ -
house' and we have" to put more .? '_• .v
money into it. That's the nature ,Jv
of the^beast,"-^-., /.";.:' . Ai>'..-J ,-̂ ;%"

. • i The Asarco'smelter in.Easj(';
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ALONGiwiTH THE Helena^ ; Chase power more crieaplyrthen
committee members, seated at the started wondenng if the city should

i-. .;table^m.be representatives from ̂ ^^^y^J^SKKL^%? -^
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- If the committee concludes that V-
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City ofHelena's perspective,
. advantages to partnering with other

:vhave je s risk doing this mjalarger
-—.._ Groepper said.̂ Thpse are

re'll try to sort out?J^>-. .
lid some of thbsVentities

. - .e ,%idea, they're expected.to lecom-^
*

group,
.things
-t-He

. - _ _ - - i
many Montanans

"-':.in December when it announced it ; *nance
: But since MFC is reluctant •; the poi

• ' - - r-'-l' " _ * ..was^selling its 12 hydro-electric ^4°ams. out since M«. is reluctant
daUis,1 one storage dam and five $&£ ?*?* out its dams, Helena offi-
thennal coal-fired plants. Groep- 'Zty*? ** exploring the possibility
-u -M.:/* .̂-.**-- .. . * . • . * _ •. - --T ^1: "• . .. ; .,^s ; • •- •

.
mend that a c6nsiiltanf.be hired to *?*
put together some hard numbers
- • - - - ^*~»--,~: ... • --

may have started looking
g-range: .market forecasts
. •'I'«i « ^ -'•' ""t"« '&**''*'• *i + '
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i needs to be done

-quickly,:since MFC has said it
; wants to sell the darns by June.

i^The committee .will meet again, i
; alread]
•intolo
fpVele ridty; ruawmuch rnaihte-,;.. know and what's'ayailableiwith '
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Serious mining efforts ended at

i :f;store novels and arVoffice complete .how
•"with record books and notes!' -' •." the -
-.-^/Making it even more attractive .;j! this
"as"an interpretive site is that the ""

te .dams,need, hpwntrmch
*r could be sold tor arid r-

e price of the darnslnight

title site accessible to
c should be made by'early

'"-. • ••'•'•;:.-•:•.. -*--.;5 . . . - • • .
to do that soon,"

Great Fallsfind'fte.___-__-.-. .,f-, ,^
so we can^make an 'informed rec-'-%
ommendation to the commission," -^
Groepper said/^; v ;".:;:.':••.. =,., v j .::;̂

Helena Ranger District office at. '/• '
' 2001 Poplar St. in Helena.^ ^ ' ̂

'. • The Forest Service "will accept,
comments on the plan through "~?^
Mnrrh /-? Comments should be
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